A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
Charlemagne. While these things were going on in
England, which still counted for very little in the affairs of
Christendom, a very important thing had taken place in Europe;
it was the rise to universal power of a family which at last
refounded for a moment Imperial unity in the West. This
family was a family of French nobles from the southern part of
France, the Narbonnese. It had acquired vast wealth in the
shape of great landed estates in all parts of Christendom between
Spain and the Rhine; it became more powerful than the kings
who still ruled in France as the descendants of Clovis. At first,
though more powerful, the heads of this family only called
themselves the first ministers of the kings; but they ruled in
fact, and the kings were kept more and more in the background,
until at last the new family took over the kingship themselves.
What made leadership particularly important was that in
their time came that double onslaught on our Christian civiliza-
tion; first the attack of the Mohammedans on the south and
against the Roman Empire in the East; and then, after that, the
attack of the heathen northern pirates, as well as of heathens
from the eastern middle of Europe, The Mohammedans were
at first by far the greater danger. They started, as we have
seen, under Mohammed, in Arabia, just outside the boundary
of Christendom, in the deserts. He simplified the Christian
religion, as so many of the leaders of heresy have done, denying
the Divinity of our Lord, though continuing to regard him as
the greatest Prophet. He also got rid of the priesthood and
of Sacraments and of the Mass, and, what was much more
important for the success of the new movement, all slaves who
would join it were set free and the debts of all debtors were
cancelled. When, therefore, the Mohammedans began an
armed invasion of the Roman Empire the slaves (who were the
great majority of the population), and all such freemen as were
in debt or quarrelling with the official Church on account of its
power, tended to join them. They swept over Palestine and
Syria and Egypt and all North Africa, which till then had been
part of the Roman Empire and the full Christian civilization;
they came across the Straits of Gibraltar and overran Spain,
which they conquered; and they even penetrated into the very
middle of France, so that it looked at one moment—about 730—
as though they would wipe out our civilization altogether, though
they had not as yet attacked Rome, the centre of that civilization.

